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Abstract
In this note, I focus on a child (Taro) in a Japanese elementary school who switched from 
special support classes to regular classes. Primarily using interview data, I examine how 
Taro and his mother understood this transfer and the view that Taro “has a disability.” The 
results of this examination show that the way in which a child is positioned in the school 
education system can change the way people understand the child, as well as the way in 
which the child understands him- or herself. Moreover, Taro’s mother was constantly 
aware of the fact that her son “has a disability.” In view of Japan’s current system of 
support for people with disabilities, such awareness may serve as a strategy when 
considering Taro’s future “independence.”
Introduction
　　The concept of “special educational needs” used in Japan follows an international 
trend for inclusive education, as seen in the Salamanca Statement by UNESCO (1994). 
Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) has 
introduced the policy of “the construction of an inclusive educational system” (MEXT 
2012) following the launch of the “special needs education regime” in 2007. While an 
emphasis is placed on inclusive education, regular education for the majority serves as the 
basis for special needs education in Japan, and inclusive education is a system in which 
children receiving special needs education are excluded from regular education and 
supported by the provision of “special support” according to their disabilities (Kanazawa 
2013). Consequently, while the ideal of inclusive education that “people in a variety of 
situations [including children with/without disabilities] learn together in the same place as 
much as possible” is emphasized, the reality is that an increasing number of children are 
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excluded from regular education and receive educational support in schools or classes for 
special needs education. This appears to go against the ideal of inclusive education. In 
other words, for children with disabilities in Japan, the decision on where they are placed in 
the school education system has tremendous importance. This is because the quantity and 
quality of support that teachers give the children are determined by the place of learning. 
Furthermore, if a child is assigned to the special needs education class in his/her primary 
education, he/she is most likely to be placed in the class for special needs education at the 
secondary education stage. The placement at the beginning of primary education 
determines how the child proceeds through the school system (Sakai and Tanigawa 2017). 
As a result, the educational consultation at the beginning of primary education is a major 
concern for the parents (Kaitsu 2017), and the child’s placement is related to the degree to 
which the parents accept the child’s disability. 
　　On the other hand, McDermott and Varenne (1998) have illustrated through the 
observation of Adam, a child with a learning disability, that when a child’s disability 
manifests itself, it is accompanied by a context that states that “disability is a problem” and 
determines the place in which the child is educated. Furthermore, people around the child, 
such as teachers and other children, are involved in creating this context. In other words, 
disability is not inherent in an individual’s mind or body but is a “cultural construct,” an 
institutional fact that emerges as a necessary consequence of the category the educators 
use vis-à-vis the children’s behavior through institutional procedures. In addition, some 
researchers have pointed out that special needs educational support can lead to the 
management, monitoring, and disempowerment of children with disabilities (Allan 1996; 
Mortier et al. 2011; Veck 2012). The children are further constructed as “children with 
disabilities” by being placed in the special needs education system and receiving 
educational support designed for children with disabilities. Consequently, children who 
start their schooling in classes or schools for special needs education are understood 
within the framework of special needs education and as children with disabilities who need 
special support. 
　　Drawing from the discussion above, this note focuses on a child (Taro) who has 
transferred from a class for special needs education to a regular class in a public 
elementary school in Japan. It illustrates changes in the perception of the child and people 
around him from the transfer to the present, based mainly on interviews. “Transfer” refers 
to the process in which a child’s registration moves between a regular class and a class for 
special needs education. Usually, “transfer” denotes a movement from a regular class to a 
class for special needs education. In the majority of cases, children who start their 
schooling in a regular class have experienced difficulties and transfer as “children who 
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should receive special needs education.” Schools are good at finding problems and 
difficulties that are linked to the disability of a particular child and producing a “child with a 
disability.” However, this note focuses on the case of a reverse transfer: a case in which the 
child started his primary education in a class for special needs education and then was 
transferred to a regular class at the teacher’s recommendation. Below, for future research, 
I examine the ways in which the child and his mother have understood the transfer and 
whether their perception of “having a disability” has changed.
The Special Needs Education System and
The Start of School (Enrollment) in Japan
　　Special needs education in Japan is defined as “providing appropriate educational 
support to each student with a disability according to his or her individual educational 
needs.” Since the special needs education system started in 2007, places for students with 
disabilities have been, in principle, decided according to the “severity” of their disabilities. 
These places are in schools for special needs education, classes for special needs 
education, and regular classes, including resource rooms for special instruction (Takeuchi 
2010).
Schools for special needs education
Schools for special needs education provide education for children with visual impairment, 
aural impairment, intellectual disability, physical disability, or health impairment (including 
those in poor health). In schools for special needs education, there are four levels: 
kindergarten, elementary, lower secondary, and upper secondary. Tuition by home visit is 
provided to students with a severe disability or multiple disabilities who cannot attend 
school. 
Classes for special needs education
Classes for special needs education focus on students with relatively mild disabilities and 
are established in regular elementary and junior high schools (in principle, the classes are 
established according to the type of disability). The types of disability supported in this 
category are intellectual disability, physical disability, poor/impaired health, amblyopia, 
hearing difficulties, linguistic disability, and autism/emotional disorder. 
Special instruction given in resource rooms
Students with a mild disability who attend regular elementary/junior high schools may 
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receive special instruction according to the type of disability in a place for special 
instruction (resource rooms) for a period.
 (MEXT 2016)
　　When students with disabilities start school, the educational committee decides where 
they should attend school from a comprehensive perspective, taking into account the 
status of the disability, the necessary educational support, the situation of the educational 
system development in the community, and so on (MEXT 2016). In the current special 
needs education system, which is based on the ideal of inclusive education, there is some 
flexibility in choosing the type of school to attend. Consequently, while in principle it was 
difficult to transfer from a class or school chosen at the start of schooling to another class 
or school, transfers are reportedly more readily available now that take into consideration 
the children’s development and their adaptation. This should mean that, even when the 
child is placed in a school or class for special needs education at the start of school, it 
should be possible for them to change the type of school when they move from elementary 
to junior high school or from junior high to high school. However, in reality, many of those 
who are placed in a school or class for special needs education at the start of their schooling 
will remain in a similar type of school or class when they move to junior high school. Many 
of them will move to the upper secondary education stage when they leave junior high 
school but, depending on the local authority, many move to schools for special needs 
education. Furthermore, many will attend evening classes or take correspondence tuition 
when they move to high school. In other words, the place where children in schools or 
classes for special education needs find themselves at the junior high school or high school 
stage is determined largely by the choice made when they start school. This means that 
the choice of place at the start of school exerts an important influence on their subsequent 
educational career (Sakai and Tanigawa 2017).
A Brief History of Taro’s Life So Far
　　Taro was born in 2003. His family consists of his father, mother, and grandmother, a 
sister ten years older than Taro, and a brother seven years older than Taro. His mother 
says she started to feel uneasy about Taro’s development when he was an infant. When 
Taro was six or seven months old, he did not display typical infant behavior toward his 
mother: he did not lean on her when she embraced him, for example, and she “had a 
feeling that we were not completely connected.” Gradually, Taro’s mother started to feel 
the same unease about Taro’s delayed speech development. She says Taro spoke jargon 
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but could not hold a conversation.  
　　When Taro was about two years old, his mother’s anxiety about his development grew. 
In addition to Taro’s delayed speech, his excessive resistance to unfamiliar places made his 
mother anxious. She tried to reduce Taro’s anxiety when they were visiting a place for the 
first time by telling him about it in advance and showing images taken from the Internet. 
　　Taro’s mother says that she realized Taro’s development was very delayed when she 
compared his behavior to that of a video of his sister and brother at the same age. Her 
friend told her about a help desk regarding child development, and she immediately phoned 
for an appointment. From that moment on, things proceeded smoothly. They had a 
consultation on development at the local public health center, and Taro and his mother 
began attending the parents-and-children’s class offered by the support unit for infant 
development at the local welfare center for the disabled. Taro’s mother also obtained Taro’s 
disability certificate as soon as they began attending class at the children’s consultation 
center, when Taro was three years old. The classification was intellectual disability 4  
(without autism). 
　　After the diagnosis, Taro’s mother searched for information and arranged for him to 
attend two treatment facilities to provide a treatment environment that was suitable for 
Taro. When Taro turned three, he started to attend kindergarten: on weekdays, he 
attended kindergarten in the morning and treatment facilities in the afternoon three days a 
week. He also began Kumon lessons. His mother always accompanied Taro1 and was 
occupied with coordinating Taro’s schedule. Taro enrolled in the class for special needs 
education when he started compulsory education and transferred to the regular class when 
he went into fourth grade. He graduated from elementary school and moved to the regular 
class in a junior high school: he is now in the third grade of junior high school. 
　　Below I would like to examine Taro’s case from the start of school until the present in 
more detail, based on interviews2 with Taro, his mother, and the teacher in charge of the 
class for special needs education at the elementary school. 
Analysis of Interviews
The Elementary School Period
　　The initial judgment for Taro’s enrollment was that he was “appropriate for regular 
class.” Usually, the majority of children with this judgment would enroll in the regular 
class. However, Taro’s mother rejected this judgment.
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Interviewer: [I heard that] Taro was told he would be fine in a regular class when 
he started elementary school.
Mother: The judgment of the enrollment consultation is, after all, […] not based 
on whether the child can learn properly. Children who would cause trouble are 
sent to the special class. Those children who would cause trouble are then 
judged, and because they can take turns in the resource rooms, they should be 
fine if they receive special instruction in the resource rooms. Or because they 
cannot listen to the teacher at all and need an adult constantly, they should be 
sent to schools or classes for special needs education. Well, I did not trust it. I did 
not want to go along with the judgment, because I thought the judgment was 
made for the sake of the school rather than for the child, so I did not trust it very 
much. 
Taro’s mother fundamentally mistrusted the enrollment judgment because she thought 
those making the judgment, including the education committee, would focus on whether 
the child would cause trouble for others rather than on whether the child (Taro) could learn 
properly. At his mother’s insistence, Taro joined a class for special needs education, 
although he was told that the regular class was appropriate. However, the fact that the 
regular class was deemed appropriate at the start of school would later influence the 
judgment of the teacher (Taro’s homeroom teacher in elementary school)3 about his 
transfer. 
From the Encounter between the Teacher and Taro until the Recommendation for Transfer
The teacher: Then, before he enrolled, he had a kind of interview.
Taro’s mother: Oh, yes. There was something. Something like an enrollment 
consultation…
The teacher: When you came for the consultation, we met. At that point, the 
principal who attended the session said, “the regular class judgment but 
somehow, they really wanted to agree to this,” that’s how it started […]. Because 
[Taro] could do everything other kids did, everything. […] Because it was so 
right from the beginning. “Really, are you sure you want this place?” I said 
something to that effect.
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Taro was a “well-performing child” right from the moment he enrolled in elementary 
school and “was, in fact, supposed to enroll in the regular class.” The teacher 
recommended a transfer when Taro was in third grade, and Taro enrolled in the regular 
class starting in fourth grade. In articulating the reasons why she recommended transfer, 
the teacher says that if Taro had stayed in the class for special needs education, it would be 
“a pity,” and he would be “hidden.” 
The teacher: Still, it was a pity […] If he had stayed here, as a well-behaved boy, 
he would be hidden from the world, I thought.
In fact, the teacher had started to look for an opportunity to suggest the transfer when Taro 
was in first grade. In her words: “For a long time, from the time he was in first grade, I was 
thinking about when I should bring this up.” Taro’s former homeroom teacher was actively 
pursuing Taro’s transfer. She explained her judgment as based not on Taro’s abilities but on 
whether he would make trouble in the classroom. “Well, what makes the child suitable [for 
the regular class] is, basically, I think, whether he/she disturbs the class or not.” 
　　The teacher explained that her perception had been formed by her experience of 
spending time in the regular class with students from the class for special needs education 
who wanted to go to the regular class. It was not a transfer, but the students spent time in 
a regular class accompanied by the teacher.
The teacher: In the same grade, there were three [students who wanted to go to 
the regular class]. OK, then, these three were in the same grade, so why don’t 
we try lessons in the regular class, and I accompanied them. […] We attended 
the arithmetic lesson for the fourth grade. […] These three, when one of them 
did something strange, would say, “What are you doing? It’s noisy.” How can I 
explain it? It could be because of preparation at the receiving end. Well, they 
started to talk noisily and loudly there and then. How can I explain it? Well, they 
could not blend in. They could not blend in easily because they had something. 
[…]. Well, the homeroom teacher [of the regular class] kept complaining about 
how long they were going to stay.  
Based on this experience, unlike these students, Taro, who “is not forgiven as such but is 
helped by other children if he does something completely wrong,” would not disturb the 
class as a group, she thought, and she felt that he could transfer. 
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　　On the other hand, Taro’s mother described her reaction when the teacher 
recommended Taro’s transfer:
The mother: Yes, that’s right. It was out of the blue, sort of… […] During the 
interview, the homeroom teacher suggested it, and I was asked what I thought. 
So in the end, I replied that it was like spectacles: you can see well, but if the 
spectacles are removed, you cannot see well, and although Taro was doing well 
because he was in the class for special needs education, I was not sure whether 
he could do just as well in a regular class. That’s what I said. 
Taro’s mother was initially mistrustful of the teacher who had suggested Taro’s transfer, 
but in the end, she went along with the teacher’s recommendation and agreed to the 
transfer.
Taro after the Transfer
　　After the transfer, Taro’s school life turned out to be largely trouble-free, although 
there were minor issues, as his mother mentioned:
The interviewer: So Taro attended the regular class in his fourth, fifth, and sixth 
grades, and there was no problem?
The mother: Yes, that’s right.
The interviewer: Does it mean he had no problems with interpersonal 
relationships or academic work?
The mother: Yes, there were a few problems for which I was summoned to the 
school, but they were not caused by Taro; rather, he was dragged in.
Taro then moved to a regular class at a public junior high school. 
The interviewer: Does the junior high school know Taro’s history so far?
The mother: Well, I think probably some information has been passed on by the 
elementary school. […] Yes, that’s right. We have been so fortunate: things have 
been developing in the right direction.
[…]
The interviewer: So Taro has not been in major trouble since he moved to junior 
high school? 
The mother: Yes, that’s right.
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Not only that, Taro got the second highest grade on the end-of-exam in second grade in his 
junior high school, and he is certainly among the top performers. 
Taro’s view of the transfer and junior high school
The interviewer: Do you remember how you felt when you were a fourth grader 
and started attending regular class?
Taro: Well, somehow, I had quite a few friends in the regular class at that time. 
[…] Well, because I had quite a few friends, I don’t think I was too worried. […] 
Rather than being worried, I was curious how things were there. Yes, I was 
curious, I think.
Taro was not too worried about the transfer and, aided by his friends, he was integrated in 
the regular class without problems. He joined the badminton club in junior high school and 
built a close relationship with the supervising teacher. He is just a “regular” boy who trains 
hard to improve his badminton skills. As mentioned above, he is among the top academic 
performers in the school, and he is rather dissatisfied with his current public junior high 
school. 
Taro: I am not saying it is not enough. Well, the lessons I take are, well, like 
revision. Revising what we did in the first grade. I think we should be making 
much more progress at this point. Well, maybe this is because it is a public 
school. Well, I do not know, but the pace of lessons is, well, somehow normal, or 
rather a bit slow. Well, it feels like lessons are focused on revision. This may 
sound a bit funny, but the reason for it, well, is that because people chat a lot 
during the lesson, and, well, the teacher spends time lecturing us, or rather 
warning us, and we waste a lot of time because of it. 
Taro is in the second grade at the junior high school and is thinking about the entrance 
exam for high school. He compares what he is doing at school with the curriculum his 
sister and brother followed in their private schools and is worried that he is attending a 
public junior high school that is progressing relatively slow academically. 
Taro: Well, I think the private schools […] go much faster. It is totally different. 
In the case of the public school, well, it is wrong to say that it is not advancing, 
but well, there is still a gap with the private schools. 
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All the interviews were conducted by three interviewers, and all the interviewers formed 
the impression that Taro was a problem-free, rather clever boy who would articulate his 
views to the interviewers, whom he was meeting for the first time. It felt as if the Taro 
who his mother told us about earlier was totally different from the Taro whom we met. We 
did not see any disability in Taro’s behavior. It appears that our impression of Taro is 
similar to what his current homeroom teacher at the junior high school has to say about 
Taro. 
The mother: The homeroom teacher misunderstood Taro somewhat. He thought 
Taro was being standoffish, or rather, he was keeping his distance from others, 
while others wanted to be with him. But Taro was deliberately keeping his 
distance. 
The homeroom teacher accused Taro of being standoffish because he spent break periods 
on his own. His mother, on the other hand, regarded the teacher’s perception as a 
misunderstanding stemming from his ignorance of Taro’s disability, and she sought to 
remedy it. 
The mother: I then spoke to the school’s counselor and asked the counselor to 
tell the homeroom teacher [that Taro had difficulties in communication]. Then, 
“Ah, I see,” and the misunderstanding was resolved. 
She attributed the fact that Taro cannot try to resolve such misunderstandings to his 
“intellectual disability.” 
The mother: Taro often remains silent [about what he is told by the teacher], or 
rather, he just accepts it. So I think there are many cases in which people with 
borderline intellectual disability are falsely accused of crime, and I understand 
why that is the case, really.
Taro’s Mother’s Perception: Justification of Taro’s Disability
　　There are many instances in the interviews where Taro’s mother linked Taro’s 
behavior with a disability. For example, the fact that Taro is leading a problem-free life in 
the regular class at the junior high school is understood by his mother as the outcome of 
the medical treatment that was offered to him: “I did not expect [Taro] to go to university, 
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but if his university education cost 10 million yen, until he turns ten, we should try 
whatever can be bought with money” (interview with Taro’s mother). Consequently, when 
Taro, now in junior high school, said, “I want to go to X University” (one of the top 
universities in Japan):
The mother: When he heard that the therapist at the treatment center was from 
X University, he said he also wanted to go to X. I thought it must be the kind of 
dream when kindergarten kids say they want to become a pilot, that kind of 
dream. So then, I quickly rejected it. I said “If you want to go to X, you have to do 
at least twenty Kumon sheets [worksheets of the Kumon tutoring program] each 
day starting today. Otherwise, I do not think you can be accepted to X.” Then he 
said, “Then, let’s forget about it.”
Here, Taro’s statement, “Then let’s forget about it,” was treated not as Taro’s rejection of 
his mother’s almost reckless suggestion that he had to complete twenty Kumon 
worksheets every day but as Taro’s lack of consideration. Furthermore, she told Taro, “You 
have to master what normal kids will learn quickly and naturally by training hard,” and she 
commented on his “particularity,” which is linked to his disability. 
  However, Taro’s mother tried at one stage to change her approach of associating Taro 
with intellectual disability. This can be seen when she considered changing the way she 
dealt with and instructed Taro after witnessing how Taro blossomed after he started his 
first grade at elementary school: 
I discussed [with the therapist at the treatment center] how to rethink and 
change the ways I, as a parent, deal with and instruct Taro, having witnessed his 
remarkable progress since he started elementary school. [As a result,] I have 
confirmed again that Taro still needs support and consideration while developing. 
(Excerpts from the note written by Taro’s mother to the homeroom teacher of 
the class for special needs education when Taro was in first grade at the 
elementary school)
It is not that Taro’s mother’s perception associating Taro with intellectual disability did not 
fluctuate when he was growing up. However, the expert in the treatment system guided 
her back to the context of “disability.” 
　　Furthermore, she said that Taro’s development, as a result of the treatment system, 
has led to other difficulties specific to intellectual disability, because it can be classified as 
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“mild” or “borderline.” In elementary school, when Taro’s transfer was decided, she aimed 
to put her son in “the elite among children with disabilities,” but she was worried that her 
son would be positioned at the lower end of the regular class, a representation of 
“mainstream society.”
The mother: Well, I was worried. I was worried more about what would become 
of him. I still have the same worry. I can say I was aiming to put him in the elite 
among children with disabilities to an extent; I was thinking of making him a child 
with a disability who can work; someone with a disability. But if he transfers to a 
regular class, because there are many hurdles in the regular class, or rather, 
mainstream society, to reach the level where he can work, work as a regular 
employee, I was worried that he would have to overcome all these hurdles. 
Furthermore, Taro obtained the disability certificate when he was three years old and still 
holds it. However, if he took the developmental test, he would not be certified as disabled. 
This could lead to the rescinding of the disability certificate, which would mean that he has 
to live as a “healthy adult.” About this possibility:
The mother: He will probably not be issued with the disability certificate. On the 
other hand, it is unlikely he could become what is called a ria-ju [living the life]. 
At the end of the day, though there aren’t many things he cannot do, he probably 
has more worries than normal people. A slight change in the environment could 
lead to a withdrawal, withdrawal from society. If he is bullied a bit in one social 
group, usually he would just have to find another group and try again, but I am 
afraid he could become withdrawn because of that. It feels like I have been 
thinking all along how to avoid such a situation. 
As seen above, Taro is consistently classified as “disabled” by his mother. She understands 
that removing the framework of being disabled would make Taro’s life in society difficult. 
Conclusion
　　As we have seen, Taro’s mother understands and interprets Taro’s behavior in the 
context of “disability,” even after Taro’s transfer. Taro, on the other hand, does not actively 
contradict his mother’s perception, and it appears he accepts his mother’s story. For 
example, Taro is still attending the treatment center because of his mother’s instructions, 
－ 238 －
創価大学教育学論集　第 71 号：鶴田
and he is told to have “a chat” with boys and girls of his age there who come to receive 
treatment in the same time slot. However, Taro does not have anything in common with 
them to chat about. He does not have a problem with his friends at junior high school 
because “they hit it off,” but he finds it difficult to have “a chat” with the friends at the 
treatment center because they are “difficult to relate to” and because he feels he “does not 
get on with them.” Taro said, “I know it contributes to my development if have a chat, but 
it is a bit of a pain.” For his mother, this is evidence of his “difficulties in communication.” 
　　As described above, Taro and his mother see things differently. However, today’s Taro, 
who is dissatisfied with the academic level of his public junior high school, who is 
performing well academically, who has many friends, and who dreams about going to 
university in the future, would not have existed if he had not been given the opportunity to 
transfer. If he had stayed in the class for special needs education, as was his mother’s wish, 
he would have continued to be a “low-maintenance” subject of special support, “the elite 
among the disabled,” and “a good boy who is a model for those in the class for special 
needs education.” The junior high school homeroom teacher’s “misunderstanding” that 
Taro was being standoffish stemmed from the fact that Taro was outside the framework of 
those “having an intellectual disability.” In other words, the identity of children with a 
disability can change depending on where they are placed in the school education system, 
the system’s understanding of them, and their own understanding of themselves. Who 
Taro is considered to be and whether he is treated as a subject of educational support 
depends on the category that is applied to him. One of the points Taro’s case suggests is 
that institutions produce children with a disability as well as healthy children.
　　We should not forget his mother. Taro’s mother has consistently maintained the 
perception that he “has a disability,” that he “is disabled.” This perception is not produced 
solely by the actions of the medical treatment experts. It can be seen as a strategy she has 
worked out, taking into consideration the system of support for the disabled in Japan today 
and Taro’s independence in the future. 
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Notes
1 ）Taro’s father is busy at work, and Taro’s mother is in charge of childcare. Taro’s father, 
in principle, accepts all of Taro’s mother’s decisions about Taro’s education. 
2 ）So far, seven interviews have been carried out. In this note, I will examine four 
interviews between 2015 and 2018. In addition, Taro’s mother has provided me with 
the correspondence notebook used for the treatment center. 
3 ）The teacher we interviewed has worked as a homeroom teacher of the class for 
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special needs education since Taro enrolled in elementary school. She strongly 
recommended transfer when Taro was in the third grade. By the time she met Taro, 
she had worked as a teacher for fifteen years and had looked after several classes of 
special needs education.
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転籍：カテゴリーの移動と母親の認識
鶴田　真紀
　本研究ノートでは、今後の研究の足がかりとすべく、これまでのインタビューデー
タの整理を目的として、小学校時代に特別支援学級から通常学級へと転籍した児童に
焦点をあて、転籍を通して「障害」という認識を児童自身や保護者がどのように変容
させていったのかを検討した。本研究ノートから明らかとされたことは、学校教育制
度のなかで特別支援学級か通常学級のいずれかに位置づけられるかは、児童自身や（そ
の児童に対する）周囲の理解のあり方に大きな影響を及ぼし得るということである。
また、インタビューにおいて、当該児童の母親は、「彼には障害がある」という認識
を一貫して維持していたが、それは現在の日本の障害者支援制度を考慮し、児童の将
来の「自立」を考えた場合の戦略として理解できる。
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